Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6DP
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and
education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam
Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries
Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York
© Paul Strohm 2011
The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)
First published 2011
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate
reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above
You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Data available
Typeset by SPI Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India

Printed in Great Britain on acid-free paper by
Ashford Colour Press Ltd, Gosport, Hampshire
ISBN 978–0–19–956969–4
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Very Short Introductions available now:
ADVERTISING • Winston Fletcher
AFRICAN HISTORY • John Parker and Richard Rathbone
AGNOSTICISM • Robin Le Poidevin
AMERICAN POLITICAL PARTIES AND ELECTIONS • L. Sandy Maisel
THE AMERICAN PRESIDENCY • Charles O. Jones
ANARCHISM • Colin Ward
ANCIENT EGYPT • Ian Shaw
ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY • Julia Annas
ANCIENT WARFARE • Harry Sidebottom
ANGLICANISM • Mark Chapman
THE ANGLO-SAXON AGE • John Blair
ANIMAL RIGHTS • David DeGrazia
ANTISEMITISM • Steven Beller
THE APOCRYPHAL GOSPELS • Paul Foster
ARCHAEOLOGY • Paul Bahn
ARCHITECTURE • Andrew Ballantyne
ARISTOCRACY • William Doyle
ARISTOTLE • Jonathan Barnes
ART HISTORY • Dana Arnold
ART THEORY • Cynthia Freeland
ATHEISM • Julian Baggini
AUGUSTINE • Henry Chadwick
AUTISM • Uta Frith
BARTHES • Jonathan Culler
BESTSELLERS • John Sutherland
THE BIBLE • John Riches
BIBLICAL ARCHEOLOGY • Eric H. Cline
BIOGRAPHY • Hermione Lee
THE BOOK OF MORMON • Terryl Givens
THE BRAIN • Michael O'Shea
BRITISH POLITICS • Anthony Wright
BUDDHA • Michael Carrithers
BUDDHISM • Damien Keown
BUDDHIST ETHICS • Damien Keown
CAPITALISM • James Fulcher
CATHOLICISM • Gerald O'Collins
THE CELTS • Barry Cunliffe
CHAOS • Leonard Smith
CHOICE THEORY • Michael Allingham

CHRISTIAN ART • Beth Williamson
CHRISTIAN ETHICS • D. Stephen Long
CHRISTIANITY • Linda Woodhead
CITIZENSHIP • Richard Bellamy
CLASSICAL MYTHOLOGY • Helen Morales
CLASSICS • Mary Beard and John Henderson
CLAUSEWITZ • Michael Howard
THE COLD WAR • Robert McMahon
COMMUNISM • Leslie Holmes
CONSCIOUSNESS • Susan Blackmore
CONTEMPORARY ART • Julian Stallabrass
CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY • Simon Critchley
COSMOLOGY • Peter Coles
THE CRUSADES • Christopher Tyerman
CRYPTOGRAPHY • Fred Piper and Sean Murphy
DADA AND SURREALISM • David Hopkins
DARWIN • Jonathan Howard
THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS • Timothy Lim
DEMOCRACY • Bernard Crick
DESCARTES • Tom Sorell
DESERTS • Nick Middleton
DESIGN • John Heskett
DINOSAURS • David Norman
DIPLOMACY • Joseph M. Siracusa
DOCUMENTARY FILM • Patricia Aufderheide
DREAMING • J. Allan Hobson
DRUGS • Leslie Iversen
DRUIDS • Barry Cunliffe
THE EARTH • Martin Redfern
ECONOMICS • Partha Dasgupta
EGYPTIAN MYTH • Geraldine Pinch
EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN • Paul Langford
THE ELEMENTS • Philip Ball
EMOTION • Dylan Evans
EMPIRE • Stephen Howe
ENGELS • Terrell Carver
ENGLISH LITERATURE • Jonathan Bate
EPIDEMIOLOGY • Roldolfo Saracci
ETHICS • Simon Blackburn
THE EUROPEAN UNION • John Pinder and Simon Usherwood

EVOLUTION • Brian and Deborah Charlesworth
EXISTENTIALISM • Thomas Flynn
FASCISM • Kevin Passmore
FASHION • Rebecca Arnold
FEMINISM • Margaret Walters
FILM MUSIC • Kathryn Kalinak
THE FIRST WORLD WAR • Michael Howard
FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGY • David Canter
FORENSIC SCIENCE • Jim Fraser
FOSSILS • Keith Thomson
FOUCAULT • Gary Gutting
FREE SPEECH • Nigel Warburton
FREE WILL • Thomas Pink
FRENCH LITERATURE • John D. Lyons
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION • William Doyle
FREUD • Anthony Storr
FUNDAMENTALISM • Malise Ruthven
GALAXIES • John Gribbin
GALILEO • Stillman Drake
GAME THEORY • Ken Binmore
GANDHI • Bhikhu Parekh
GEOGRAPHY • John Matthews and David Herbert
GEOPOLITICS • Klaus Dodds
GERMAN LITERATURE • Nicholas Boyle
GERMAN PHILOSOPHY • Andrew Bowie
GLOBAL CATASTROPHES • Bill McGuire
GLOBAL WARMING • Mark Maslin
GLOBALIZATION • Manfred Steger
THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND THE NEW DEAL • Eric Rauchway
HABERMAS • James Gordon Finlayson
HEGEL • Peter Singer
HEIDEGGER • Michael Inwood
HIEROGLYPHS • Penelope Wilson
HINDUISM • Kim Knott
HISTORY • John H. Arnold
THE HISTORY OF ASTRONOMY • Michael Hoskin
THE HISTORY OF LIFE • Michael Benton
THE HISTORY OF MEDICINE • William Bynum
THE HISTORY OF TIME • Leofranc Holford-Strevens
HIV/AIDS • Alan Whiteside

HOBBES • Richard Tuck
HUMAN EVOLUTION • Bernard Wood
HUMAN RIGHTS • Andrew Clapham
HUME • A. J. Ayer
IDEOLOGY • Michael Freeden
INDIAN PHILOSOPHY • Sue Hamilton
INFORMATION • Luciano Floridi
INNOVATION • Mark Dodgson and David Gann
INTELLIGENCE • Ian J. Deary
INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION • Khalid Koser
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS • Paul Wilkinson
ISLAM • Malise Ruthven
ISLAMIC HISTORY • Adam Silverstein
JOURNALISM • Ian Hargreaves
JUDAISM • Norman Solomon
JUNG • Anthony Stevens
KABBALAH • Joseph Dan
KAFKA • Ritchie Robertson
KANT • Roger Scruton
KEYNES • Robert Skidelsky
KIERKEGAARD • Patrick Gardiner
THE KORAN • Michael Cook
LANDSCAPES AND CEOMORPHOLOGY • Andrew Goudie and Heather Viles
LAW • Raymond Wacks
THE LAWS OF THERMODYNAMICS • Peter Atkins
LEADERSHIP • Keth Grint
LINCOLN • Allen C. Guelzo
LINGUISTICS • Peter Matthews
LITERARY THEORY • Jonathan Culler
LOCKE • John Dunn
LOGIC • Graham Priest
MACHIAVELLI • Quentin Skinner
MARTIN LUTHER • Scott H. Hendrix
THE MARQUIS DE SADE • John Phillips
MARX • Peter Singer
MATHEMATICS • Timothy Gowers
THE MEANING OF LIFE • Terry Eagleton
MEDICAL ETHICS • Tony Hope
MEDIEVAL BRITAIN • John Gillingham and Ralph A. Griffiths
MEMORY • Jonathan K. Foster

MICHAEL FARADAY • Frank A. J. L. James
MODERN ART • David Cottington
MODERN CHINA • Rana Mitter
MODERN IRELAND • Senia Paseta
MODERN JAPAN • Christopher Goto-Jones
MODERNISM • Christopher Butler
MOLECULES • Philip Ball
MORMONISM • Richard Lyman Bushman
MUSIC • Nicholas Cook
MYTH • Robert A. Segal
NATIONALISM • Steven Grosby
NELSON MANDELA • Elleke Boehmer
NEOLIBERALISM • Manfred Steger and Ravi Roy
THE NEW TESTAMENT • Luke Timothy Johnson
THE NEW TESTAMENT AS LITERATURE • Kyle Keefer
NEWTON • Robert Iliffe
NIETZSCHE • Michael Tanner
NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN • Christopher Harvie and H. C. G. Matthew
THE NORMAN CONQUEST • George Garnett
NORTHERN IRELAND • Marc Mulholland
NOTHING • Frank Close
NUCLEAR WEAPONS • Joseph M. Siracusa
THE OLD TESTAMENT • Michael D. Coogan
PARTICLE PHYSICS • Frank Close
PAUL • E. P. Sanders
PENTECOSTALISM • William K. Kay
PHILOSOPHY • Edward Craig
PHILOSOPHY OF LAW • Raymond Wacks
PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE • Samir Okasha
PHOTOGRAPHY • Steve Edwards
PLANETS • David A. Rothery
PLATO • Julia Annas
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY • David Miller
POLITICS • Kenneth Minogue
POSTCOLONIALISM • Robert Young
POSTMODERNISM • Christopher Butler
POSTSTRUCTURALISM • Catherine Belsey
PREHISTORY • Chris Gosden
PRESOCRATIC PHILOSOPHY • Catherine Osborne
PRIVACY • Raymond Wacks

PROGRESSIVISM • Walter Nugent
PSYCHIATRY • Tom Burns
PSYCHOLOGY • Gillian Butler and Freda McManus
PURITANISM • Francis J. Bremer
THE QUAKERS • Pink Dandelion
QUANTUM THEORY • John Polkinghorne
RACISM • Ali Rattansi
THE REAGAN REVOLUTION • Gil Troy
THE REFORMATION • Peter Marshall
RELATIVITY • Russell Stannard
RELIGION IN AMERICA • Timothy Beal
THE RENAISSANCE • Jerry Brotton
RENAISSANCE ART • Geraldine A. Johnson
ROMAN BRITAIN • Peter Salway
THE ROMAN EMPIRE • Christopher Kelly
ROMANTICISM • Michael Ferber
ROUSSEAU • Robert Wokler
RUSSELL • A. C. Grayling
RUSSIAN LITERATURE • Catriona Kelly
THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION • S. A. Smith
SCHIZOPHRENIA • Chris Frith and Eve Johnstone
SCHOPENHAUER • Christopher Janaway
SCIENCE AND RELIGION • Thomas Dixon
SCOTLAND • Rab Houston
SEXUALITY • Véronique Mottier
SHAKESPEARE • Germaine Greer
SIKHISM • Eleanor Nesbitt
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY • John Monaghan and Peter Just
SOCIALISM • Michael Newman
SOCIOLOGY • Steve Bruce
SOCRATES • C. C. W. Taylor
THE SOVIET UNION • Stephen Lovell
THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR • Helen Graham
SPANISH LITERATURE • Jo Labanyi
SPINOZA • Roger Scruton
STATISTICS • David J. Hand
STUART BRITAIN • John Morrill
SUPERCONDUCTIVITY • Stephen Blundell
TERRORISM • Charles Townshend
THEOLOGY • David F. Ford

THOMAS AQUINAS • Fergus Kerr
TOCQUEVILLE • Harvey C. Mansfield
TRAGEDY • Adrian Poole
THE TUDORS • John Guy
TWENTIETH-CENTURY BRITAIN • Kenneth O. Morgan
THE UNITED NATIONS • Jussi M. Hanhimäki
THE U.S. CONCRESS • Donald A. Ritchie
UTOPIANISM • Lyman Tower Sargent
THE VIKINGS • Julian Richards
WITCHCRAFT • Malcolm Gaskill
WITTGENSTEIN • A. C. Grayling
WORLD MUSIC • Philip Bohlman
THE WORLD TRADE ORGANIZATION • Amrita Narlikar
WRITING AND SCRIPT • Andrew Robinson
AVAILABLE SOON:
LATE ANTIQUITY • Gillian Clark
MUHAMMAD • Jonathan A. Brown
GENIUS • Andrew Robinson
NUMBERS • Peter M. Higgins
ORGANIZATIONS • Mary Jo Hatch
VERY SHORT INTRODUCTIONS

VERY SHORT INTRODUCTIONS are for anyone wanting a stimulating and accessible way in to a new
subject. They are written by experts, and have been published in more than 25 languages worldwide.

The series began in 1995, and now represents a wide variety of topics in history, philosophy, religion
science, and the humanities. The VSI Library now contains over 200 volumes-a Very Short
Introduction to everything from ancient Egypt and Indian philosophy to conceptual art and
cosmology-and will continue to grow to a library of around 300 titles.
VERY SHORT INTRODUCTIONS AVAILABLE NOW
For more information visit our web site
www.oup.co.uk/general/vsi/

Conscience: A Very Short Introduction

Conscience A Very Short Introduction

Paul Strohm

Contents

Acknowledgements
List of illustrations
Introduction
1 Christian conscience
2 The secularization of conscience
3 Three critics of conscience: Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, Freud
4 Is conscience a civil right?
5 The voice of conscience: is it still to be heard?
Publisher’s acknowledgements
References
Further reading
Index

Acknowledgements

For advice and criticism, I wish to thank Robert Alter, Akeel Bilgrami, Christopher Bradley, Andrew
Cole, Katherine Cooper, Monica Corton, Holly Crocker, Anthony DeCurtis, Carolyn Dinshaw,
Mikalina Efros, Jess Fenn, Claire Harman, Bruce Kogut, Lydia Liu, Maura Nolan, Laura Perille, Asia
Rowe, Cathy Popkin, Miri Rubin, James Simpson, Abraham Stoll, John P. Strohm, Arvind Thomas,
and David Wallace.

List of illustrations

1 King Henry VIII, portrait by Hans Holbein the Younger, c. 1537
Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Madrid © The Gallery Collection/Corbis
2 Sir Thomas More Reflects, by William Hickman Smith Aubrey, c. 1890
© Private collection/Ken Welsh/The Bridgeman Art Library
3 Martin Luther at Worms
© akg-images
4 Jiminy Cricket sporting a conscience badge
© Disney
5 John Stuart Mill
Courtesy of the Library of Congress
6 The Awakening Conscience, by William Holman Hunt, 1853
Tate Gallery © 2006 TopFoto
7 ‘The C.O. in prison’, by G. P. Micklewright, postcard, 1917
The Religious Society of Friends in Britain
8 Drafting Committee on International Bill of Rights, New York, 1947
United Nations Photo Library
9 ‘Gee, Jiminy Liberal!’, cartoon by Martin Rowson, The Guardian, 2010
© Martin Rowson
10 The resurrected dead face judgement, 15th-century fresco, Albi Cathedral
© Herveé Champollion/akg-images
11 Sabrina Harman, Abu Ghraib prison
© STR New/Reuters

Introduction

The variable yet durable phenomenon called conscience has outlasted epochs and empires, credos and
creeds, and has influenced human behaviour for 2,000 years and more. The Romans identified it (and
named it: conscientia). The early Christians appropriated it. Reformation Protestants and loyal
Catholics relied equally upon its advice and admonition. In the 17th and 18th centuries, it re-crossed
the religious/secular divide, shifting attention from religious perfection to ethical and social
betterment. Today, it is embraced with equal conviction by non-religious and religious alike. It enjoy
a privileged place in theology and devotion, but no less in art and philosophy. Politicians claim to act
on its behalf, and occasionally do. Equally striking is its breadth of appeal among all kinds and classe
of persons: a subject of rarified academic inquiry that works at street level too, and is confidently
cited by people in all walks of life as a basis for their actions.

Conscience’s astonishing persistence might seem to suggest that it is a fixed entity, a unitary
perspective unchanged across time. In fact, conscience lives in time and its most prepossessing trait i
a capacity for constant self-modification and adaptation to new circumstances, a limitless
responsiveness to new and urgent conditions of relevance. In this Very Short Introduction, I will treat
conscience not as an unvarying constant, but as a feat of human invention with a distinctive and
eventful history all its own.

Conscience refuses any settled or unvarying content. It can justify generous self-sacrifice, but selfish
individualism as well. It can motivate an act of charity or an act of terror. The dictates of conscience
can be Christian or pagan, divinely based or resolutely secular, selfishly nationalistic or generously
international. Even its gender remains uncertain: conscience may be male or female, a disembodied
voice or a parental one, may even speak in chorus as public opinion. Equally variable with regard to
source and location, conscience may be heard as a prompting voice within or as a commanding voice
from without, and often both at once: an uncanny presence which knows everything about us yet
retains an outside loyalty, whether to a deity or to the common good. Excellent things and some
terrible things have been done in its name; much reasoned social betterment and occasional mad
exceptionalism.

Conscience is, perhaps by definition, inconvenient. The individual visited by conscience usually feels
at least initially, that he or she was doing fine without it. Moreover, if conscience is variable with
respect to its location or its content, some elements of what might be called its ‘personality’ remain
distressingly the same. Wherever and whenever encountered, its characteristic habit is to goad, prick,
wheedle, denounce, and harass rather than to mollify or assuage. If popular, it remains one of the leas
ingratiating of popular phenomena. The question, then, is why we need such an unpredictable and
demanding and awkwardly stringent concept in our lives at all. The answer I will give is that we’re
far, far better off with conscience than without it.

Such an answer is best attempted, though, after more sustained thought about where conscience came
from, who has sponsored it, and what it has meant to successive generations of people. It has deep

historical roots, and renews and replenishes itself from those roots. Its best hope for future survival
lies in an appreciation of this ‘root system’, consisting in all the things conscience has ever meant an
been, as a basis for continuing and urgent applicability to the world today.

The cultural geography of conscience

Conscience has influenced persons of stature throughout the world, from the founders of the America
republic through Gandhi and Mandela and beyond, but its origins (and still, to some extent, its
sponsorship) are European and European-derived.

The West has no monopoly on ethical self-scrutiny or principled inner rejection of ethically repugnan
behaviour. Certainly, all languages and all societies possess their own, distinctive conceptions of duty
or responsibility, or shame about failure to meet the standards of the society or the self. Even though
ancient Hebrew had no word or exact equivalent for conscience itself, Hebrew theology has gotten
along perfectly well on concepts of will and intent and moral duty and responsibility before a God
who implants precepts in the heart of the believer (Deuteronomy 30:14, Jeremiah 31:33). Although
separate in origin, such Hebrew concepts as the divine injunction to moral self-scrutiny and the
lodging of a moral faculty within the body have been indispensable to the development of Christian
conscience and have served it as a conditioning influence and an absent cause. (Further enriching this
exchange, Modern Hebrew now includes the word matzpun, which draws close to conscience in its
etymological associations with interiority and also with the Hebrew word for ‘compass’.) Greek
syneidesis, an inherent and interior quality of ethical discernment, has traits in common with Christia
conscience, and can indeed share with conscience a reflexive sense of self-knowledge, or knowledge
of self by self. Buddhist and Hindu equivalents come closer to what modern English calls
‘consciousness’ than to ‘conscience’, but these were indivisible concepts in English until the 17th
century, and sometimes thereafter. Conscience in Russian is sovest, a borrowing from Greek via Old
Church Slavonic, and shares with conscience a sense of mutual knowing, either as self-reflexive
awareness of knowing with another – etymologically, one may compare con (mutual) + scientia
(knowledge) and so - (with) + vest (knowledge). Confucian concepts of liangxin (well-disposed
feelings of heart/mind) and liang zhi (good moral thought or discernment) are tantalizingly similar to
conscience in their emphasis on self-regulation and have enriched discussions of conscience in the
20th century. Arabic possesses the concept of al-zaãjir, or ‘the restrainer’, defined as ‘God’s preache
in the heart of the believer, the light cast therein which summons him to the truth’, similar to
conscience in its emphasis on prohibition of wrongdoing.

A medieval proverb describes ‘many roads to Compostella’, and these varied systems remind us that
the goal of ethical self-scrutiny occurs outside as well as inside the tradition of conscience. Although
operating similarly to conscience, these alternative systems are not its identical twins; each possesses
subtleties and traditional differences that reward study in their own right. An earlier and patronizing
Western liberalism offhandedly assumed that global ethical systems could be seamlessly identified
with conscience, and that no significant differences need be acknowledged. Yet this turns out,
especially in the context of proposed declarations of international conscience, or proposed
intercultural initiatives to be taken in the name of ‘conscience’, not precisely to be the case. Crosscultural respect is less well served by casual assertions of similarity than by appreciative attention to
the distinctive features of each system.

A truly international comparatism is, of course, beyond the scope of this study, and beyond the limits
of its author’s knowledge. This study will focus on the particular traditions of conscience as it has
developed over 2,000 years in the West. At its best and our best, conscience deserves its reputation as
one of the prouder Western contributions to human dignity. It stands, as theologian Henry Chadwick
once commented, as a bulwark ‘against the trivialisation of man’. As embodied in documents like the
United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights and as carried forward by organizations like
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, it has much to offer to the discussion of human
rights throughout the world. But, if it is to be considered for promulgation to other languages and
cultures, then a sense of its historical development – including its abuses, blindspots, and
contradictions – will encourage the proper humility with which to present this concept to others.

Chapter 1
Christian conscience

The pagan inheritance

Swiftly and seamlessly embraced by the early church, conscience is often thought to be Christian in i
origins. But Latin conscientia was already a flourishing concept in Roman persuasive oratory and
legal pleading well before the birth of Christ. Roman conscience gave texture and imagery to early
Christian ideas of conscience, and many of its attributes would inform both Catholic and Protestant
conceptions of conscience. Carried forward within these conceptions, it remains influential in views o
conscience today.

The foundation of Classical conscience was public or social opinion. People at odds with public
opinion or social consensus found themselves vulnerable to the accusations of conscience and to
conscience’s pangs. Cicero, in public address, enlisted and swayed opinion by weaving conscience
into his arguments on behalf of clients and his denunciations of the guilty and proud. Conscience is, h
says in Pro Milo, the principal theatre of virtue (theatrum virtuti), and one performs in that theatre fo
good or ill. His client Milo has come forward freely, he says, because the strength of conscience
sustains him, even as it haunts those who have erred with visions of punishment. A good conscience,
he suggests, can be a basis for legal acquittal. As for bad conscience, it joins legal sanction to punish
those who have offended public standards. Forget about Furies, he says in Pro Sexto Roscio; the guilt
torment themselves with the thought of their own evil deeds: each is harassed and maddened by the
knowledge of his crime, terrified by his thoughts and his bad conscience. The forensic orator
Quintilian argues that those who stray from the path of virtue suffer twice over, from the penalties of
the law and, invariably, those of bad conscience (semper vero malae conscientiae). In his 1st-century
BC Civil Wars, Julius Caesar tells of corrupt officers who suffer the opprobrium of their familiars,
and also internally in conscience of mind or spirit (animi conscientia). And Cicero again, speaking of
Caesar in his De Officiis, exclaims, ‘What stains of conscience [conscientiae labes] do you suppose h
had, what wounds to his spirit?’ So familiar are conscience’s traits that a contemporary rhetorical
handbook, Rhetorica ad Herennium, advises the prosecutor to say that his adversary has displayed the
signs of conscience, or signa conscientiae: that he was seen to have blushed, grown pale, stammered,
spoken inconsistently, displayed uncertainty, compromised himself.

This language of conscience – including its capacity to cajole, to wound, to mark or stain – has a
familiar ring to it, for conscience is already up to its 2,000-year endeavour of harassing the bad and
upholding the good, and visiting pain, terror, pallor, and trepidation upon those who ignore its
strictures. This language and imagery were well suited to the emergent Christian religion, faced with
multiple tasks of converting the hesitant, disciplining new believers, and encouraging self-vigilance
and personal reform within its ranks. Already proven as a spur to action and an incentive to lifechange, conscience was conveniently adaptable to Christian aspirations and needs. No wonder it was
embraced and elaborated with such zest that it became an early and crucial component of the Christia

worldview.

Catholicism and conscience

The crucial event for the Christian appropriation of conscience was Jerome’s choice of the Latin
conscientia in his late 4th-century translation of the New Testament from Greek to Latin. In the Gree
testament, Paul’s Epistles rely upon the term syneidesis, a broadly inclusive term which anticipates
conscientia in its suggestion of mutual knowing, or a knowing by the self ‘that knows with itself’. By
translating the noun syneidesis as conscientia, Jerome introduced it at one stroke as a crucial category
of Christian self-understanding. The two terms are not, of course, precisely equivalent. In choosing
conscientia, Jerome could not avoid certain of its previously formed connotations. For one thing, the
pre-history of conscientia connected it inevitably to public expectation and the public sphere. While
syneidesis was an inner quality, inherent in the individual, consciencia was a term that looked, Janusfaced, in two directions: inwardly, to be sure, but also outwardly, as in Ciceronian and Classical-lega
understanding, to public opinion and shared values. The character of biblical and Christian conscienc
was thus mixed at its very inception, combining principles of private ethical discernment with public
expectation. This fusion – or one might say potential confusion – of the internal and the external
forums meant that Christian conscience would always potentially serve two masters: its possessor or
subject, on the one hand, and the doctrinal or theological views of its ecclesiastical sponsor, on the
other.
The formulations of conscience in Paul’s Epistles, as carried forward to the West in Jerome’s Latin
translation, would remain as touchstones, and also as occasions of debate, throughout subsequent
Christian history. The most influential of all occurs in Romans 2:14–16, in which Paul explains that
the Jews are governed by their laws, but that Gentiles or Christians are a law unto themselves, and
show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience rendering testimony to them
(ostendunt opus legis scriptum in cordibus suis testimonium reddente illis consciencia ipsorum).
Paul’s conscience is thus very intimate to the individual who possesses it; a direct and personal gift
from God to the believer – a view that would become increasingly important to the rise of various
early modern protestantisms. Yet his conscience also plays a more public and judicial role,
adjudicating between various thoughts and, finally, testifying before God at the Day of Judgement.

Crucial elements of the late Christian conscience are already on view in St Augustine of Hippo’s late
4th-century account of his conversion to the Christian religion. Augustine was born a pagan, trained i
classical literature and philosophy, and flirted with various systems of belief before converting to
Christianity and assuming his mandate as one of the Fathers of the Roman Church. In his 397–8
Confessions, he describes his path to Christian conversion, a path involving a good deal of diversion
and delay. Even after a number of his friends have converted, he hesitates, awaiting certainty about h
choice. In this state, he is addressed by his own conscience, a conscience already aroused over his
unnecessary delay:
The day had come when I should be naked to myself and my conscience [conscientia mea]
mutter within me: ‘Where is my tongue? Indeed you kept saying how that you would not cast
off the burden of vanity for an uncertain truth. Behold, matters are now certain, and you are
still burdened. And they are receiving wings on freer shoulders, others who have neither so

worn themselves down in seeking nor spent ten years and more thinking about it.’ Thus I was
inwardly gnawed and violently confused with horrible shame.

Conscience speaks from a position shared with the self, but incorporates elements and perspectives
external to the self. A decisive key to the ambivalence of conscience’s location and behaviour rests in
the etymology of the Latin word itself: as con + scientia; scientia as knowledge, but knowledge held
con, or ‘together with’ or ‘in common’. Conscience is knowledge of oneself, but also knowledge held
together with another or others, or, reflexively, knowledge of oneself by oneself. Consequently,
conscience appears to speak from within as interior knowledge – knowledge felt intus, or inwardly –
but shows definite marks of a more expansive exterior knowledge as well. It is alert, for example, to
what ‘others’ are doing and have done, to the fact that many of Augustine’s associates have already
converted.

Conscience’s ‘personality’, marked by impatience and even a touch of irascibility, is already well
formed. Although intimate with Augustine, it is hardly an enabler or abettor. It is a voice of ‘loyal
opposition’, loyal but strenuous too. A subsequent sense of mutter or increpare is to ‘chide’, and
Augustine’s conscience does plenty of that. Assailing Augustine for his spiritual prevarication, it
displays an ability to ‘gnaw’ at him and to stir pudor, or shame – attributes of conscience which
persist to this day. Its arsenal of characteristic devices includes not only incessant nagging, but also
cruel parody of Augustine’s own hesitations and rationalizations. The best we can say for conscience
is that its impetus is affirmative, and bent on self-improvement. Its voice is action-seeking, and it wi
not fall silent until it has achieved its goals.

Why does Augustine tolerate this finicky and ultimately implacable co-presence? In part because it is
already there, already inside the gates of the self, and must in any case be reckoned with. And also in
part because it bears special knowledge and authority, of a broader sort; superior knowledge that mus
be taken into account. To put it differently: conscience knows everything Augustine knows
(everything about his ten years of prevarication and delay) and also knows more besides (everything
about the superior character of Christian knowledge and the better use Augustine’s friends have been
making of their time). Taking full advantage of this superior strategic location – at the boundary of th
self and the other – conscience is well suited to hail Augustine into a new stage of awareness about
himself and the choices he has been making in the world.

In this protean form, early Christian conscience was bequeathed to subsequent generations, in the
period we now call the Middle Ages, when, under the sponsorship of the Church, it both flourished an
elaborated some of its most productive inconsistencies. As a voice straddling the inner and the outer,
it is alternately friend and foe, at some times supportively encouraging and at other times harshly
corrective. It knows one’s worst foibles, but it addresses them within broadly entertained and
rationally accessible norms. It simultaneously institutes a strengthened sense of selfhood, on the one
hand, and a permanent division of that self between private inclination and public consensus, on the
other. Already mixed – and in this sense both vital and unstable – at its point of inception, Christian
conscience was thus guaranteed a long subsequent history of enormous influence and endless doctrin
contention.

In one respect, however, the union of Church and conscience in the medieval period had a stabilizing
effect. For the first time, rather than shifting with the tides of situation and public opinion, conscienc
was furnished with a secure body of content in the form of Christian theology, biblical precedent, and

institutional practice. Medieval conscience retains its capacity to speak within, and to address the
inner person, but need not in most cases wonder about what to say.

This state of affairs, in which conscience ‘arrives’ already bearing information about right conduct
and belief, is captured in one of the fuller medieval treatments of the subject, Benedictine monk Pete
of Celle’s On Conscience. There, a magnificent banquet hall is prepared, but the chief guest has not
yet arrived:
Imagine a table filled with a variety and abundance of different dishes ⁄ Let everything be
arranged in perfect order, so that nothing is wanting in elegance, nothing is superfluous or
boring. For the time being, however, let the most spacious and beautiful place, specially
prepared for the queen and mistress of the house, remain empty ... Finally there comes the
woman at whose beauty the sun and moon are in awe, and as she sits down the doors are closed
and the wedding feast has a full complement of guests. The mystical cases of scrolls ... declare
her name to the royal court: this lady is called ‘Conscience’.

Dispatched by God to the receptive Christian soul, conscience does not come empty-handed. She bea
cases of scrolls which not only contain her identity papers and charge, but also the contents of her
well-stocked chamber. These contents, here and elsewhere, consist of views generally held and widel
known: collective witness of saints and confessors, councils and synods, authorized commentary upo
Latin scripture.

Similar observations may be made of the medieval English classics of conscience. The vivid title of
Ayenbite of Inwyt (or ‘Repeated Gnawing of Conscience’) suggests a kind of self-generated guilt
within, but the body of the text consists mainly in the enumeration of those external and consensual
features of penance by which all Christians may regulate their lives: God’s Commandments, the seve
deadly sins and their branches, the rules of holy life, the pater noster, the cardinal virtues, the practic
of shrift. Conscience, or inwit, arises only incidentally, as a by-product of good shrift, at which point
the penitent will measure his own experience against the general tenets of the Church and will, in
consequence, experience great sorrow, ‘and often wet his bed with tears’. Despite the implication of
its editorially assigned title, the 14th to 15th-century Pricke of Conscience is actually less an anatom
of an individual or singular conscience than a treatise on consensually known doctrine (the fear of
death, hell, purgatory, the signs of judgement, the last things, and the rewards of heaven). Conscience
is mentioned only incidentally in the poem, once as one of the fifteen accusers (along with devils,
angels, martyrs, and so on) who will appear to testify against the wicked at the time of judgement, an
once as one of the fourteen pains of hell (along with cold, hunger, and so on). Conscience will indeed
as always, cause individual and very particular discomfort – will ‘gnaw’ and ‘bite as vermin’ – but it
contents are universally shared out and nonspecific to the remorseful individual.

I certainly don’t want to engage in sterile generalizations about the Middle Ages as a period of
monolithic faith, because medieval conscience is itself a highly motile and flexible concept, and, eve
if the contours of its advice are generally predictable, all the familiar and conflicted issues of practic
application remain. The depth and variety of medieval thinking about conscience may be illustrated i
the case of a major 14th-century poem, William Langland’s Piers Plowman. The poem is an allegory
in which the central character, Will, is a person faced, as his name would indicate, with difficult and
challenging issues of discernment and choice. Many of the characters of the poem, including
Conscience (the only character present throughout most of the books of the poem), represent attribute

stationed both within and outside Will’s mind. Conscience – now male, for he/she is a constant gende
shifter – interacts with Will in a variety of ways, some too richly complex to be detailed here. His
main responsibility is to sermonize Will, lecturing him about matters of doctrine that he should know
and enact in his personal conduct. His advice thus consists mainly of common knowledge: things
generally known, that every Christian should know, by which Will should guide his life and conduct.
He is variously portrayed as keeper, counsellor, and guide, and Reason, his constant companion, abet
and channels his enterprise.

Conscience, who earns a capital ‘C’ from some medieval scribes and all modern editors for his
generalized character, cannot, however, be written off as two-dimensional. Part of his interest rests in
his situation, both within and outside Will’s mind. A voice in Will’s head, he is also a serious player
in the world. The official and public nature of his duties is emphasized in his various capacities and
titles: he is a counsellor, guide, and holds office as constable of the castle of Unity. These worldly
involvements lead him into repeated difficulty. Forced to make decisions in a compromised public
sphere, he reveals fallibilities which might otherwise have gone unsuspected. He draws up a
questionable guest list, including a pompous Doctor of Divinity, for a dinner party and finally needs t
clear his head by walking out on his own guests; we see him besieged by external foes at the poem’s
end; and, despite warnings to the contrary, he makes the disastrous mistake of admitting Friars to the
castle of Unity. The poem’s ending suggests that he might be better off turning down some of his job
and making his way in a less institutional capacity, as wayfarer and pilgrim in the world. But, within
the poem as we have it, Conscience has no choice but to grapple with flawed alternatives as he enacts
his higher responsibility as an arbiter of Christian consensus.

Thus, in Langland’s poem, Conscience stimulates constant issues of interpretation and application.
But, even though Conscience may be temporarily bested, or may err in matters of particular choice, h
never stumbles into outright doctrinal error, never defends deviant or idiosyncratic opinions formed
outside the Church. Aquinas and other analysts would recognize the possibility of a heretical or
erroneous conscience, but in most daily applications medieval conscience remains orthodox and well
intentioned.

The familiar modern idea that conscience might stand alone, against every recognized authority, has
yet to take full shape. Necessary to that shift is the conception of a private, internal conscience which
may pit itself against a public or official Conscience. This shift is often associated with Martin Luthe
and the rise of Protestantism, yet its earliest signs may be found in the late medieval period, and even
within the later versions of Langland’s poem. Piers Plowman was composed in stages from the 1360s
until the later 1380s, and its final version, known as the ‘C’ text, includes an insertion in which Will
(now more closely associated than ever before with the authorial William Langland) is assigned a
personal, as well as a general, conscience. More interestingly still, his personal conscience and his
allegorical Conscience find themselves at debate. In this passage, Will is accused by Reason and
Conscience of leading a spiritually dissolute or unproductive life. This occurs in a passage added to
the beginning of the poem’s fifth section, with Reason and Conscience challenging Will’s layabout
ways. Will replies (to Conscience!) that:
...in my consience y knowe what Crist wolde [wishes] y wrouhte. Preyers of a parfit man and
penaunce discret Is the leueste [most precious] labour that oure lord pleseth.

Conscience is unimpressed with Will’s explanation that his personal conscience is compatible with h

customary pursuits of offering prayers for wealthy patrons and performing penance now and then. In
this passage, Conscience (as shared or collective entity) overrules Will’s conscience (or personal
sense of right and wrong) – but the very fact that institutional Conscience and personal conscience ca
fall into debate is tellingly predictive. Will’s ‘own’ small-c conscience doesn’t have anything terribly
original to say; in fact, Conscience finds his remark obvious and superficial and angrily brushes it
aside, and certainly Conscience prevails in the end. Nevertheless, this exchange between conscience
and Conscience adumbrates a situation that would be more frequently seen in the 15th century and
then become prevalent in the 16th century, in which a difference arises between an individual
conscience and a more broadly held and institutionally supported view of Conscience. This difference
might, in the late 14th-century version of Piers Plowman, be thought of as a kind of conceptual or
potential space, an opening not yet filled by a really personal or ambitiously revisionary conscience,
but within which such a personalized conscience might develop and thrive.
Will’s appeal to personal conscience arises in a situation of duress, a situation in which he finds
himself heavily pressed by Reason and Conscience. This is understandable. A character pressured by
superior authority – and especially spiritual or religious authority – needs some kind of resort or
fallback, and the resort to a personal conscience opens, at least, a small area of discretionary
counterargument. The 14th and 15th centuries in England, and also on the Continent, saw a
multiplication of personal and doctrinal challenges to the institutional Church (some of which, like
Langland’s, sought modest revision of its practices, and others of which may be regarded as forebear
of 16th-century Protestant disaffection). Individuals caught up in these challenges would find
increasing solace in the idea of a personal rather than institutionally supervised conscience.

Although some orthodox writers of the 14th century, such as the vernacular theologian Walter Hilton
and political factionalist Thomas Usk, appeal to concepts of personal conscience, the richest source o
such appeals is to be found in the writings of theologian John Wyclif and his Lollard followers. These
religious dissidents of the 14th and 15th centuries raised many issues that would be prominent in the
16th-century Protestant Reformation. Wyclif, pressed on every front by ecclesiastical authority on
issues which would lead eventually to formal condemnation (and to the exhumation and burning of h
body), argued in his Sermon 49 that individual Christians ought better to judge merit in their own
conscience than relying upon the views of others, and went on to declare: the final forum of merit
‘rests in my own conscience’ (‘in consciencia mea propria stabilitur’). His text for this sermon was,
tellingly, and, in the light of subsequent history, predictively, from Galatians 6:5: ‘each one will carr
his own burden’ (‘unusquisque onus suum portabit’).

But the first decades of the 16th century were the moment at which a newly individualized view of
conscience became prominent in England, and an opening wedge of this transformation may be found
in the behaviour of two oddly matched adversaries.

Henry VIII and Chancellor More

To say that a wholly new view of conscience emerged in the 16th century would undervalue the
subtlety and diversity of more than a millennium of previous consideration, and would underrate the
unevenness with which such changes occur. Even so, marked new currents gain ascendance in the 16t
century. Propelled by evangelical theology, with its emphasis on direct communication with God and
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